Editor's Note Nigerian Seam
Dr Frank Shann of Melbourne recently received the following epistle. A return address and a written demand for outstanding university fees were enclosed.
"Dear Dr Frank Shann, After exhausting all known avenue to overcome my predicaments, I found myself in a dilemma. I Miss Ifenyinwa Ngozi Chinedu, a 21 year old final year Medical Student of the University of Abia, School of Medicine, respectfully wish to come your indulgence to recount some situation in which I found myself and therefore beckon on you to please save my soul from this intractable mishap.
Right not, I'm a in a fix and on the verge of being withdrawn from the Medical School based on my inability to pay my outstanding fees that is hindering my education after the death of my father who was a retired railway worker whose income of approximately US$45 monthly could not sustain us, exacerbated by the present economic predicaments facing my country Nigeria, a third world mainly due to the military rule system of grating and austere packed structural adjustment programme wrecking untold havoc on us consequently reducing the life to a mere existing.
Our economy have gone haywire even making it impossible for most homes like ours to have the substandard and undernourished two square meals. Our currency have gone down the drain comparatively with dollars hence I was unable to pay my outstanding school fees that led to the University authority informing me in writing of my withdrawal if unable to comply with the payment before May 20th.
You see, the education system in developing countries like Nigeria is a dismal picture since there is no provision for the less privileged in the society to acquire grants for scholarships. Besides, the education of girls is perceived as in no way equal in importance to that of the boys, therefore if I am withdrawn now, the only solution I would have is to get married with the inevitable result of producing children too soon.
As a poor student, I had to improvise by selling off my medical books and personal effects to raise fund for my feeding. I have to so appeal to you personally for help to round up my course of study come May 20th when my final MBBCh exams will start. Right now I need an equivalent of US$268 to see me through this academic ostracism. It can be reached in form of cheque or draft via express mail addressed to my School Registrar, Mr John Uzoma.
Actually with the way things have turned out, I feel frustrated, dejected and depressed that I do not known what else to do than to make this supplications to your person for I cannot complete my education and contribute me quota to my widowed mother and dedicated younger ones who no longer attend school because of the family financial crisis.
You're my only saving grace now, for my widowed mother, a total debilitated housewife in her present state of health cannot withstand such a sadness withdrawal of her only hope in life and for me the only alternative is suicide. I would appreciate any singular act of magnanimity and generosity. Show me. Yours sincerely, IFENYINWA N.C."
Needless to say, enquiries showed that both the University of Abia and its medical school did not exist and that the address for remittance of funds was a private one, occupied by a person coincidentally of the same name as the Registrar of the non-existent medical school. The Lancet (1992; 339:1106) and the Medical Journal of Australia (1991; 154:296) published similar letters and have noted similar attempts to defraud. Be warned.
